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IDENTIFIERS 
ABSTRACT 

A study investigated whether newspaper mug shots 
perceived by readers as being positive or negative in tone and 
whether the mug shots that are selected match the roles of their 
subjects in accompanying stories. Tw&zty-three news and feature 
stories with associated mug shots were clipped from seven daily 
newspapers. Pictures and stories were then separated, and the 
pictures were distributed to 51 undergraduate students who were asked 
to indicate whether each photo gave them a positive, negative, or 
neutral impression of the subject. The stories that had originally 
accompanied the pictures were distributed to a different group of 66 
undergraduates who were also asked to state their impressions of the 
subjects in stories. Analysis of the results indicated that readers 
agree significantly on their impressions of subjects in the stories, 
as 4id the group who viewed only the mugshots. The fact that thj 
impressions cf the subjects were similar whether the story was read 
or the mugshot alone was viewed indicates that editors may have based 
their selection of accompanying photos on their subjective 
impressions of the stories. In the interest of remaining fair and 
impartial, editors should exercise caution in their selection of mug 
shots. (Tables of findings are included). (DF) 
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READER PERCEPTION OF NEWSPAPER MUG SHOT SUBJECTS 
IN PHOTOS AND IN STORIES 

by 

Lauronee B. Lain 
University of Dayton 

ABSTRACT 

Readers of approximately two dozen news stories agreed s Ian If leant ly on 
their Impress Ions of the subjects of those atorlee, as did another group of 
readers who viewed only the mugahot photographa which had run with the 
etorlee. Readera do not appear to eee mug* hot* at necesearlly neutral, but 
make Judgments about the people so pictured. 

Theee Judgments correlated significantly with ths Judgments other 
readera made about the aame aubjecte baaed on the storlse which had run with 
the photoe. This suggests that editors may havs based their selection of 
accompanying photoe on their subjective Impressions of ths sublets of the 
etorlee. 

Himoroue photographa are usually available of th„ subjects of newe 
stories, particularly local stories. Results suggest that editors must 
exsrclss caution In choosing mug shots if they are not to stumble In the 
pursuit of fairness. 
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READER PERCEPTION OF NEWSPAPER MUG SHOT SUBJECTS 
IN PHOTOS ANO IN STORIES 



Mug shots are the negiected stsp-chl Idrsn of ths newspaper photo 
department. Maligned and abused* thsy are repeatedly told they are 
unimportant and will new amount to anything. They reside In awkward 
spaces and ars a Jgned roles that editors sse ae trivial. But they 
persist , even flourish. Newspapers never seem to be able to get along 
without them. 

However, there has been little attempt to date to study ths extent to 

which the mug shot deserves ite reputation ae ivlng little more than a space 

1 

filler. In a study of forty years of newspaper photographs, Slngletary 
found that nearly 40 per cent of the photos available were mugs, but did not 

Include them In most of his analyses bscause "mugehots were considered to be 

2 

relatively content lees and un Informative." The same study notsd ths 
decline In mugehot use from 59.4 per cent of all plcturss In 1036 to 29.9 
per cent In 1976. 

Most studies of newspaper photographs have centered on larger, display 
photos, those that show action or groups of people. But nany mug shots ars 
cropped out of these larger photos , and may also shew action or amotion. 
Results of some earlier studies of largsr photos may therefore be applicable 
to mug shots as wel I . 

3 

Van Tubergen and Maheman found that rsadsr perception of the 

attributes of photo subjects le Influenced by whether the picture Is 

4 

flattering or not. Adams, st si. confirmed that the cropping of photoe Is 
significant, with people preferring more tightly cropped photographe of men 
than of women, I.e. that readera focue on the facea of men and on the bodies 



s 

of women. Slngletary and Lamb found that few of the 111 newe photographs 

studied in a magazine for press photographers wsrs strictly neutral In 

perspsetlve; the overwhelming majority were Judged to be negative In 

emotional tone. Photographers were clearly able to trar It positive and 

negative impressions, deliberately or otherwiss, through display photos. It 

Is an accsptsd fact that the dramatic Is normally prsfsrrsd to the routlns 

6 

In photographs of all sorts. Bethune found a strong bias rmong Pulitzer 
Jury members for spsctacular content as compared with tschnlcal polish. 

Sociologist Erving Goffman distinguished carefully between the actual 
Image that is a photograph and ths Interprstat Ion or subjective appraisals 
possible in Its vlswsrs. Even photographs taken for Informational purposes, 
like news, are subject to the analysis, conscious or not, of those who view 
them. Curry and Clarice spelled out the same point plainly: "Many do 
not realize that a photograph represents an intricate est of relationships 
Involving ths photographer's particular vlsw of reality, the subject's own 

assumptions of ths situation, the viewer's own beliefs and valuss, as well 

8 

as the context In which the picture is Viewed." 

Edltore should be aware of the emotional impact of the display 
photographs thsy chose to run; they may, Ir. fact, oftsn select certain 
photographs for the Implied messages they carry. This bsing ths cass, ws 
can hypothesize that 1) not onljr display photos but also mug shots will bs 
psrcslvsd by rsacers as being frequently positive or nsgatlve In tone, and 
that 2) mug shots wl 1 1 be selected which match the roles of thsir subjscts 
In accompanying storlss, l.s. that mug shots of psople who ars portrayed 
posltlvsly In a story will themse ves bs vlswsd positively by readere, and 



also bo interpreted negatively by readers. 



METHOD 

All stories which contained associated Aug shots were clipped from 

9 

seven dally newspapaers of October 3 9 1985. Only news and feature stories 
wsrs used; obituaries and personal opinion columns with photos were no* 
Included In the study. Stories also wsrs eliminated which pictured well- 
known public figures who many people might recognize and about whom they 
might already hold strong feelings. This Isft a pool of 23 stories. 

In an sffort to prevsnt storlss and plcturss from "contaminating" each 
other , pictures were ssparatsd from storlss, and each was paeted on a 
separate sheet of plain whits papsr. Storlss and plcturss wsrs numbered 
separately. In random order. 

Pictures were then distributed to 51 undergraduate students who wore 
asked to I nd I cats whether each photograph gave them a favorable Impression 
of ths subject, an unfavorabls Impression, or a neutral Impression, Ths 
stories which had originally accompanied ths plcturss wsrs dlstrlbutsd to a 
ssparats group of 86 undergraduates, who wsrs asked to respond In similar 
manner. I.e. whether they received a favorable, unfavorable, or neutral 
impression of the subjsct of sach story. Readers wsrs told not to look for 
del k.. rats slanting, sines llttls If any of that was sxpected In theee news 
storlss but that If thsy thought thsy dstsctsd such bias, thsy could react 
to It however they wished. 

Storlss and plcturss wsrs admlnlstsrsd to separate groups to prsvent 
the possibility of subjects associating spsclflc plcturss with thslr storlss 



and allowing their Impression* of the story to be Influenced by their 
reaction to the art or vice versa. 

RESULTS 

Each story and each picture *us given a score of +1 'or each favorable 

Impression reported by a respondent, and a score of -1 for each negative 

Impression reported. A neutral Impression was scored as 0. The resulting 
total was divided by the number of subjects responding to each Item (This 

number v*rlel slightly for each Item elnce some subjects did not respond to 

all items.) producing a score for each Item whose range was frow +1 to -1. 

Table 1 reports the scores for the 23 stories, and Table 2 reports scores 

for the 23 pictures. 

For the most part, readers had clear opinions fostered by the stories 
and pictures. Eight of the 23 stories were scored as providing a generally 
positive Impression (scores of >+0.33), and six of the stories as giving a 
generally negative impression (scores <-0.33). The remaining nine stories 
fell into the neutral Impression zone of +0.33 to -0.33. Seven of the 
photographs -ere found generally positive by readers, and five wore scored 
as generally negative. 

There was clear and consistent agreement among readers about the 
impreeslon left by each etory and photo. Only one of the 23 storlee and 
four of the 23 photo* produced Chi Square scores which did not Indicate 
elgnlf leant agreement among eubjecte. The first hypothesis, that the mug 
ehots would frequently be perceived by readers as being positive or negative 
In tone, appears to be supported. 
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TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE 



The second hypothesis stated that mug shots will be selected which 
match the roles of their subjscts In the stories thsy accompany. Ons way to 
investigate this Is to look for corrslatlons bstwssn ths ways readers ranked 
ths stories and ths way thsy ranked ths picturss. This was done In two 
ways. 

Ths first was to list ths storlss In rank ordsr, from most positive (or 
hlghsst Indsx scors) to most nsgatlvs (lowsst index scors) and to computs 
Spsarman's Rho for ranksd data. This tsst Is deslgnsd to dstsrmlne the 
extent to which two rankings of ths same cases ars similar and producss a 
corrslatlon cosfflclsnt simitar to ths Psarson product-moment coefflcent. 
Perfect agreement In such a cosfflclsnt would be +1.0 and psrfsct 
disagreement -1.0. Rho In this case was +0.56, which suggssts a fairly high 
le*sl of agreement, significant at ths .001 level. 

Pearson corrslatlons were also computsd using ths Indsx scorss for sach 
story and picture to test how strong scores wsrs with rsspsct to the 
strength of reader Impressions. Correlation bstwsen the two groups of 
scorss was +0.597, again suggsstlng fairly strong agreement among readers, 
significant at lass than .001. Tab I a 3 prsssnts a comparison of rank order 
and Index scorss and corrslatlon cosfflclsnts for both storlss and picturss 
which appsars to support the sscond hypothesis: sdltors do appsar to bs 
trying to match what thsy sxpsct the reaction of readers to be to a story — 
or thslr own reactions— with photographs which create a similar 
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Impression. 



TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 



DISCUSSION 

Nowhere Is the old photo editor's dictum, "When cropping pictures, keep 
cropping elements until there's nothing left to remove," more true than with 
mug shots. Because such pictures are bereft of all distracting elements, 
the reader le forced to focus on the cast of the subject's eyes, the tilt of 
his mouth, or the furrows of his brow. No other sort of photograph Invites 
ths reader to Judge the person In the picture so completely, without 
reference to what the subject Is doing: just what he or she Is like. 

Newspapers are protective of their reputations for ba lanes and 
fairness. If true objectivity is not an attainable goal, It Is at least the 
object of the quest In American Journalism, and reporters and editors are on 
guard against the sorts of subtle biases that can creep into the work of 
sven experienced writers. Readers will always Judge the subjects of the 
news stories they read, but reporters and editors try not to. 

This study suggests, however, that editors, intsnt lonal ly or not, may 
be reinforcing their Judgments of story subjects with photographs which 
reflect their perceptions. The fact that those perceptions seemed In this 
reeearch to be largely shared by their readers does not lessen the potontlal 
for subtle slants to bs imparted to news-photo packages; reporters may write 



scrupulously fair accounts of corr.pl Icatsd and controversial issues, and that 

cars can bs quickly undoes by an sdltor's thoughtless plcturs sslsctlon. 

It should bs pose I bis to sxtsnd this I Ins of research to seek out othsr 

such unlntsndsd slants In mug shot sslsctlon, psrhaps based on racial, 

gender, social or othsr factors. A good baes already sxlsts for such work. 
10 

Slngletary found that the percentage of page-1, whlts-only photographs had 
dscl'ned from the 84.9 per cent noted In 1936 but still stood at 80.1 par 
csnt In 1976. Male-only photos had declined from 69.1 psr csnt In 1936 to 

58.1 psr csnt In 1976. In a study of ths final editions of 18 major 

11 

aallies, Trayss and Cook rsportsd similar, thougn slightly hlghsr flgurss. 
Mlllsr examined the number and the context of women and men pictured In 
ths Washington post and found woman under represented and portrayed as isss 
powsrful than men. Replication of such studies with ths addsd dimension of 
ths photos' posit Ivs or negative Impressions on readsrs could bs an 
Important addition to our understanding of how photographs ars ussd. 

Earllsr studies focused largely on display photos, howsver, and did not 
consldsr ths more subtle messages which might be present In the ubiquitous 
and Innocuous mugshot. Results of this study suggest that a fertile area 
for inquiry might be to go beyond counting general categories of photo 
subjscts and sxamlns ths ways In which plcturs sslsctlon and cropping helps 
to Influsncs ths ways rsadsrs react to them. 
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SUMMARY 



Readers of approximately two dozen news stories agrssd significantly on 
thsir Imprsssione of ths subjscts of those storiss, as did anothsr group of 
rsadsrs who viswed only the mugshot photographs which had run with ths 
stories. Readers do not appsar to sss mugshots as neccessarlly neutral, but 
make Judgmsnts about ths people so plctursd. 

Thess Judpients correlated significantly with ths judgmsnts othsr 
rsadsrs mads about ths same subjscts bassd on ths stories which had run with 
ths photos. This suggeets that sdltors may havs bassd their selection of 
accompanying photos on thsir subjsctlve Impressions of the subjscts of ths 
storiss. 

Numerous photographs are usually available of the subjects of nsws 
stories, particularly local stories. Results suggsst that editors must 
sxsrclse caution In choosing mugshots if they are not to stumble In the 
pursuit of falrnsss. 
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TABLE 1: Favorable Impression and Chi square scores for Stories 



STORY 

1. High school quarterback 

2. Pro quarterback wins job 

3. Ex-nun appointed to bench 

4. Novelist gsts rscord advenes 

5. Pianist dsbuts at Carnsgls Hall 

6. New music company preslden: 

7. Mayor faces si set ion challenge 

8. New bassbali general manager 

9. Suepended cop returns to duty 

10. Football GM puzzled by team 

11. City councilman loess election 

12. Education Secretary stresses basics 

13. corp. owner protected from takeover 

14. Tunielan preeident regrets deaths 
i6. Black leader gete donation 

16. Just les Dspt. aide rejected by Senate 

17. Pro football coach fired 

18. s. African president rejecte pleas 

19. Libertarian candidate battles govt. 

20. Suburban mayor susd by city 

21. Man convlctsd of killing wlfs 

22. Murdsr suspsct's trial nsar and 

23. Ex-CIA man sludss FBI 



FAV 
57 
45 
40 
36 
37 
3' 
33 
20 
36 
18 

**© 
w V 

21 
15 
9 
14 
23 
8 
8 
5 
7 
6 
2 
5 



NEU 
8 
18 
17 
25 
20 
26 
26 
30 
11 
36 
32 
38 
28 
46 
33 
15 
34 
20 
15 
10 
5 
9 
4 



UNFAV 

1 

2 

3 

0 

6 

5 

6 

7 
16 

1 

8 

6 
10 
10 
17 
27 
23 
38 
39 
49 
54 
46 
54 



2 

X 

84.64* 
43.59* 
34.90* 
67.81* 
22.95* 
21.55* 
18.12* 
15.91* 
16.67* 
33.42* 
14.18* 
23.66* 
8.77* 
41.01* 
9.78* 
3.19 
15.71* 
20.03* 
31 .05* 
49.91* 
72.39* 
58.84* 
77. 8I* 



INDEX 
.848 
.662 
.617 
.590 
.492 
.455 
.415 
.333 
.317 
.309 
.273 
.231 
.094 
-.015 
-.047 
-.062 
-.231 
-.455 
-.576 
-.636 
-.754 
-.772 
-.778 



•p<.001 with 2 df 
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TABLE 2: Favorable Impression and Chi 


Square 


Scores for 


P Ictures 






PICTURE 


FAV 


Ntu 


1 IMC AW 


2 

x 


INDEX 


1. 


Football GM puzzled by team 


49 


1 


l 


90.39* 


941 

. W^ 1 


2. 


Novel I at gate record advance 


39 


1U 


2 


44 59* 


725 


3. 


New music company president 


3~ 


19 
12 


Z 


38.24* 

WV • 


.686 

. www 


4. 


High school quarterback 


2 j 


1 o 


9 


31 53* 


• wsw 


5. 


City councilman losea election 


35 


10 

1U 


A 
O 


•> w • WW 


560 

. WWW 


6. 


Suspended cop returns to duty 


33 


1 o 


D 


24.47* 


.540 

• W^W 


7. 


Pianist debuts at Carnegie Hall 


34 


Q 
9 


Q 

o 


25.53* 


.431 


8. 


Tunisian prealdent regreta deatha 


24 




1 o 


4,35 


.216 


9. 


S. African prealdent rejects pleaa 


17 


ew 


/ 


11 .76* 

■ ■•aw 


.106 

• ■ WW 


10. 


Ex-nun appointed to bench 


20 


1fi 

16 


1 w 


1 .53 


.137 

. ■ w a 


11. 


Education Secretary atresaea baa Ice 


15 




14 


4,59 


• 050 

* www 


12. 


Ex-CIA man eludes FBI 


11 


31 


a 


17.41* 


.030 

. www 


13. 


Corp. owner protected from takeover 


e 


33 


9 


10.06* 

■ W . WW 


.000 

. www 


14. 


Pro quarterback wins JCj 


12 


27 


12 


8.82** 


.000 


16. 


Black leader geta donation 


17 


17 


17 


0.00 


.000 


16. 


Mayor facea election challenge 


4 


31 


16 


21.53* 


-.221 


17. 


Libertarian candidate battiee govt. 


5 


29 


17 


25.41* 


-.235 


18. 


Suburban mayor sued by city 


5 


25 


21 


13.18* 


-.314 


19. 


Pro football coach fifed 


0 


28 


23 


26.24* 


-.451 


20. 


New baaeba 1 1 genera 1 manager 


0 


25 


26 


25.52* 


-.510 


21. 


Man convicted of killing wife 


2 


13 


36 


35.41* 


-.687 


22. 


Murder suspect's trial near end 


2 


10 


38 


42.06* 


-.706 


23. 


Justice Dept. aide rejected by Senate 


0 


11 


40 


75.65* 


-.784 



*p<.001 with 2 df 
**p<.05 with 2 df 
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TABLE 3: Story and Picture Ranklrga and indexes Compared 



SUBJECT 
High school quarterback 
Pro quarterback wine Job 
Ex-nun appointed to bench 
Novel let gete record advance 
Pianist debute at Carnegie Hall 
New music company preeldent 
Mayor faces election challenge 
New baseball general manager 
Suspended cop returne to duty 
Football GM puzzled by team 
City councilman loeee election 
Education Secretary etreeeee baslce 
Corp. owner protected from takeover 
Tun I elan preeldent regrete deaths 
Black leader gete donation 
Justice aide rejected by Senate 
Pro football coach fired 
S. African preeldent rejecte pieae 
Libertarian candidate battles govt. 
Suburban mayor eued by city 
Man convicted of killing wife 
Murder euepect'e trial near end 
Ex-CIA man eludee FBI 



STORY 








RANK 


1 IrUCA 




i kincy 

1 NUCA 


1 
i 


•O4o 


A 

4 


• PZf 


0 

m 


«vOc 


1 o 


AAA 

.000 


O 


• vl f 


1 A 
1U 


• 137 


A 


• OHO 


o 
m 


-IOC 

• 725 


9 


AGO 


/ 


• 491 


o 
© 


• 4DD 


9 


AAA 

• OOD 


f 


A* ft 
• 410 


ID 


-.221 


o 
O 


• OOO 


or. 


— •510 


Ck 

9 


• O I / 


A 
O 


C At\ 

• 549 


10 


.309 


1 


• 941 


11 


.273 


5 


.569 


12 


.231 


11 


• 059 


13 


.094 


13 


• 000 


14 


-.015 


8 


.216 


15 


-.047 


13 


• 000 


18 


-.062 


23 


-•784 


17 


-.231 


19 


-•451 


18 


-.455 


9 


.196 


19 


-.578 


17 


-•235 


20 


-.638 


18 


-.314 


21 


-.764 


21 


-.667 


22 


-.772 


22 


-.706 


23 


-.778 


12 


.039 



Rho - 0.5895455* 

r - 0.5971079. with 21 df 



•p<.001 
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